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Introduction All pathologists will be familiar with the popular misconceptions which surround their particular specialty. Most histopathologists will have spent a considerable amount of social and professional time attempting to convince others that the majority of their work is dedicated more to the benefit of living patients than to the identification of unnatural causes of death. The high profile branches of pathology, namely forensic pathology, toxicology, and microbiology, receive considerable media attention through their roles in crime detection and public health issues. The existence and role of other pathology disciplines appear to remain largely unknown to most of the lay public. Histopathology undoubtedly suffers from this increasingly recognised problem, which may also impair the ability of the specialty to win resources for current services or future developments.
The aim of this study was to provide the first detailed examination of the public perceptions of histopathology. Any future initiatives to promote the role of histopathology within medical practice could then be directed towards those areas which are found to be most commonly associated with misconceptions or lack of awareness. planatory letter from the local general practitioner together with a stamped addressed reply envelope. A single reminder letter and further questionnaire were sent to non-respondents after four weeks.
QUESTIONNAIRE TERMINOLOGY
Preliminary work clearly indicated that the study would not be able to investigate public perceptions relating to the other pathology disciplines of chemical pathology, haematology, immunology, medical microbiology, toxicology, and virology. The required questionnaire would have been prohibitively long and there would have been much confusion about terminology. The same studies also established that the term "histopathologist" was so poorly understood that it could not be used effectively in the final survey. The term "pathologist" was found to be an acceptable synonym for "histopathologist" and was therefore adopted in the questionnaire, which was entitled "What is a pathologist?". All participants in the pilot studies appeared to be aware of the necropsy component of the work of pathologists and therefore specific questions relating to necropsies were included in the questionnaire. The large amount of data obtained in relation to the questions relating to necropsies will not be discussed in this paper. EpiInfo software' was used to draw a random sample of 500 people aged between 18 and 64 years from this practice population. The age range was selected to determine the views of the adult population and the upper age limit was set in recognition ofthe potential sensitivity of some of the questionnaire subject material, The highest positive response was to the item relating to giving evidence in court (item 9). The comments made by respondents indicated that there was only limited appreciation of the role of the pathologist in coroner's inquest procedures in comparison to the more readily publicised legal duties of forensic pathologists. The knowledge of many respondents was clearly limited to the forensic aspects of pathology. Few respondents considered that a pathologist is required to confirm death (item 11) and most were aware that pathologists are not actively involved in the disposal of the dead (items 8 and 14).
Sheffield
The commonest sources of information about pathology were television and the popular press (table 4). Additional comments from respondents indicated that many of them recognised that forensic pathology, which is commonly featured in the popular media, may not represent the only role ofpathology. Other roles were often not identified but there were many requests for further information about pathology. A surprisingly high proportion of respondents had also gained some knowledge through personal experience and the experiences offriends and relatives. Many ofthese respondents made positive remarks in relation to the benefits that pathology can provide to both the living and the relatives of the dead through the provision of additional information. References to necropsies and inquests were prominent.
Discussion
Most histopathologists have little direct or sustained contact with patients and the medical contributions of the histopathologist, though often of critical importance, are frequently not appreciated by the public, hospital administrators, and some clinical colleagues. The histopathologist probably has the most extensive involvement with the largest number of patients, but with the least visibility and the least recognition.4 The public perceptions of histopathology observed in this study support such opinion and serve to emphasise the need for initiatives aimed at improving public awareness of the specialty.
The commitment ofthe relevant professional organisations, such as the Royal College of Pathologists and the Association of Clinical Pathologists, will be central to any successful campaign to promote publicly the science and practice of pathology and its branches such as histopathology. Initiatives to improve awareness of the modem role of pathology are being developed and introduced at a national level but these must be supplemented by local initiatives. Departmental open days, public lectures, school visits, and exhibitions both in and outside hospitals are just some ofthe ways in which the public can be informed about pathology. These events would also provide useful opportunities to disseminate nationally produced literature such as the excellent "Pathology: The Hidden Science that's Saving Lives" booklet' recently produced by the Royal College of Pathologists. Although widespread access to the public would best be achieved through television and the media, this type of exposure is limited and interpretation can be subjective. Carefully presented features could be highly effective and interest may be stimulated by the publicity surrounding local and national initiatives to increase public awareness to pathology. Maximum advantage must be taken of the few visible interfaces between pathologists and patients, such as diagnostic fine needle aspiration cytology performed by some cytopathologists.
The portrayal of pathology in the media may partly explain the lack of recognition for histopathology among the general public but it does not explain the negative attitudes occasionally encountered among clinical colleagues, especially junior grades, and medical students. 6 The attitudes of clinicians were not assessed in the present study but any attempt to improve public awareness of histopathology must involve the clinicians who provide the specimens and have direct contact with patients. Most clinicians recognise the importance of rapid, accurate diagnosis and the contribution this makes to the selection of appropriate treatment. This vital role of histopathology in patient care must be communicated to the public, primarily by pathologists, but with suitable reinforcement from all other available sources including clinical colleagues.
The development of a fully integrated undergraduate medical curriculum may provide an opportunity to reverse the separation of pathology subjects from clinical teaching but pathology must be given sufficient attention in such initiatives to enable the development of a firm understanding ofthe role ofhistopathology within clinical medicine. The profile of histopathology has then to be maintained through postgraduate medical education and extended into as many different areas of non-medical education as possible, with emphasis given to the range of clinical services available, their practical applications, and the potential for medical and scientific career development.
The process of raising the public profiles of histopathology in particular and pathology in general is beginning and its success or failure will be dependent on the enthusiasm and cooperation between pathologists from all disciplines at both local and national level. The potential rewards must not be viewed simply in terms of increased levels of funding but also in the benefits to research, training, and diagnosis which could be derived from es-
